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Habit and Join the Establishment? 


The several thousand sszeatied Kuomintang (KMT)-irregular forces in the Thai- 
Burma~Laos tri-border area adjoining Communist China have again become a subject 
of discussions between Bangkok and Taipei. As in the past, the principal issue is = 
Ty 


one of control: Bangkok, although seeing some value in the KMT as an anti-Com- 


as a derogation of its sovereignty; Taipei, which has intermittently supplied the i 
KMTs would like to direct them into more active intelligence gathering operations 
against Communist China, The KMTs for their part prefer to remain free agents, > 
Targely occupied with the opium trade. Although negotiations this summer led to ~~ 
agreement between the two governments on the status and mission of the KMTs, talks BS 
with the irregulars broke down early in September over the issue of Taipei's control. 


Old. Problem. The KMT forces are remmants of the Chinese troops that retreated 


late 1940's, Following considerable controversy over their activities in Burma and 
Thailand, substantial elements were evacuated to Taiwan in the 1950's and early os | 
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, | 

into the border areas after the Communist victory on the Chinese mainland in the sae 
| 


1960's. Those remaining in the border areas bear little resemblance to the parent 
units of twenty years ago. Except perhaps for.a smal] number of original Yunnanese D 


(mainly officers), the KMTs now consist mainly of recruits from among ethnic Chinese DW | 
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/nave no attachment for the GRC. Although there are no reliable recent 
estimates of the strength of the irregulars, KMT leaders have claimed more 
than 3,000 men. They are organized in two principal groups: the Third Army 
under General Li Wen-huan and the Fifth Army under General Tuan Hsi-wen; in 
addition, a 300-man group under Chang Chi-fu recently left the KMT ranks and 
now operates as a "homeguard” in a loose alliance with the Burmese army against 
Communist insurgents and other dissidents in the Shan state. (A 300-man Chinese 
group under General Ma operates as a GRC intelligence force and is not 
considered part of the KMT irregular forces. Contacts between Tuan‘s and 
Li's forces are very loose despite an agreement in mid-1968 to coordinate 
operations. They move back and forth into Burma's Shan state and occasionally. 
into Laos from their bases in Thailand and support themselves largely through 
their control of the opium traffic. They have at various times been a source 
‘of considerable concern to the Thai and Burmese governments particularly the 
Jatter. 
Irregulars Resist GRC Controls. In May 1969, during a visit to Thailand 
by GRC Minister of National Defense Chiang Ching-kuo, Thai Prime Minister 
‘Thanom proposed that the irregulars either be evacuated to Taiwan or be 
disbanded, disarmed, and settled in Thailand. Chiang reportedly found this 
‘unacceptable and proposed follow-up discussions. A GRC delegation, headed by 
Major General I Chin, arrived in Thailand in late July, visited the irregulars' 
aes camp in North Thailand, and held extensive discussions with the Thai. The 


representatives of the two governments agreed to transfer to Taiwan those 
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oy /( trvegdlars willing to leave Thailand, settle the aged and children in 
“Thailand, and reorganize and train the remainder for anti-Communist operations. 
‘This arrangement was to be implemented under the direction of a joint 


Thai~Chinese committee. The irregulars were to receive logistic support and 


other financial inducements , mainly from the GRC presumably, in return for 


political and military control by Taipei. Negotiations with the irregulars, 


however, broke down, apparently because the GRC insisted that Generals Li 
and Tuan return to Taipei and be replaced by officers more amenable to GRC 
direction. . 

KMT Economic Fortunes Threatened. Although it seems unlikely that the 


KMTs will agree to place themselves under the direction of Taipei or Bangkok, 


_ serious financial problems could threaten their continued self-sufficiency. 


Tn part because the Burmese authorities have informally given control of the 
opium traffic to some of the former Shan dissidents who have rallied to the 
government, the KMT role in opium traffic moving through the southern Shan 
state. into Thailand and Laos has declined. In. addition, because Communist 
insurgents have gained control of a sizeable portion of the northeast corner 
of the Shan state, other insurgent bands and small groups of brigands dealing 
in opium have apparently moved south toward the Thai border where they too 
are threatening KMT control of the opium traffic. However, the KNT leaders 
may yet find it possible to maintain both their independence and their 


profits through arrangements with local Thai and Burmese authorities. 
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